
The Impact of 
Gambling Disorder

Josh Ercole, Executive Director
Council on Compulsive Gambling of Pennsylvania, Inc.

April 22, 2024
Exploring Prevalence, 

Comorbidity and Suicidality



1-800-GAMBLER®

www.pacouncil.com

• CCGP is a non-profit advocacy organization whose
purpose is to assist individuals in Pennsylvania who are
experiencing gambling related issues

• CCGP has operated the PA Problem Gambling Helpline
since 1997 - this 24-hour service connects individuals
with help throughout Pennsylvania

• CCGP provides outreach, prevention and clinical
training programs to community groups, professionals
and treatment organizations throughout PA

Council on Compulsive Gambling of Pennsylvania



Learning Objectives
Upon completion of this workshop, participants will: 

• Discuss the growth of gambling availability and the potential impact it has 
on individuals, families and society

• Outline co-occurring gambling, substance, use and mental health concerns

• Discuss the increased risk of suicidal ideation and attempts among those 
experiencing significant gambling problems

• Identify populations who are found to have an increased risk of developing 
gambling problems 

• Recognize the benefit of incorporating brief screening tools and 
assessments into existing practice to help address gambling concerns 

• Access local, regional and nationally available tools and resources



Trigger Warning

This presentation may contain imagery, discussion and 

elements that some attendees may find distressing to see 

and/or hear about. 

If this may be challenging for you, or if there is any concern 

that you may have difficulty in coping with the associated 

content, please take any necessary steps to avoid such 

experiences or remove yourself from the webinar at this 

point.



What is Gambling?

The activity or practice of 
playing a game of chance, or 
taking a chance, for money or 
some other stake, where there 
is a risk of losing that stake

  - Dictionary.com



Types of Legal Gambling in PA - 2024
•Horse Racing & Off-Track Betting (1959)
• Lottery (1972) / Online Lottery (2018)
• Bingo (1981) / Games of Chance (1988)
• Fantasy Sports (2017) 
• Category 1, 2, 3 & 4 Casinos (2004/2017)
• Truck Stop VGT’s (2017)
• Airport Gambling (2017)
• Sports Gambling (2017)
•Online Casino Gambling/iGaming (2017)
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Gambling & 
the Brain

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OAr4ZS-MK44
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OAr4ZS-MK44


Gambling Disorder

Progressive, persistent 
and recurrent problematic 
gambling behavior leading 

to clinically significant 
impairment or distress 

- DSM-5



Gambling Disorder:  
DSM-5 Diagnostic Criteria

•Preoccupation

•Tolerance

•Withdrawal

•Loss of Control

•Escape

•Lying

•Risked Relationship

•Chasing

•Bailout



Problem Gambling Prevalence
•Estimates indicate approximately 1-3% 
of the adult population of the US

•This represents millions of people in 
the US & hundreds of thousands in PA



Warning Signs of 
Problem Gambling

•Preoccupation

•Tolerance

•Withdrawal

•Escape

•Lying

•Loss of Control

•Risked Relationship

•Chasing

•Bailout

https://www.pacouncil.com/seeking-help/warning-signs/
https://www.pacouncil.com/seeking-help/warning-signs/


Warning Signs

•Unexplained absences
•Withdrawal from family/friends
•Anxiety
•Distraction
•Mood swings
•Temper
•Secretive



Warning Signs

•Preoccupation with gambling

•Borrowing

•Debts/New items

•Financial issues

•Defensiveness



Populations
• Men
• Women
• Kids/Adolescents/Students
• Older Adults
• All Ethnicities & Cultures
• Low SES/Disadvantaged Areas
• Military/Veterans
• SUD/MH comorbidity/replacement



Consequences of Problem Gambling:  
•  Poor health

•  Mental health issues

      Depression / Anxiety / Etc.

•  Potential Alcohol & Drug dependence

•  Family arguments & high divorce rates

•  Legal conflicts

•  Bankruptcy

•  Job loss & unemployment

•  Suicide (60% ideation / 20% attempt)
(Kessler et al., 2008; Morasco et al., 2006; NORC, 1999; Rush et al., 2008)



Why Talk About Gambling and 
Co-Occurring Disorders?

• High risk of gambling problems 
among individuals diagnosed with 
SUD & MH  disorders

(Himelhoch et al, 2015; Ledgerwood et al, 2002) (Rush et al, 2008)

•Not addressing gambling issues:
•  Decreases Tx effectiveness
•  Adds to treatment costs

•Early intervention and treatment work



Co-Occurring Disorders

Centre for Addiction & Mental Health - 
Gambling, Gaming and Technology Use 



Co-Occurring Disorders

40% - 60%

Depression
People with depression 
may engage in gambling 

to elevate their mood



Co-Occurring Disorders

~40%

Anxiety
People with anxiety may gamble 

to manage symptoms, 
as people who gamble often 

report feeling little to no anxiety



Co-Occurring Disorders

~10% - 35%

Trauma
People may gamble 
to deal/cope with 
various forms of 

physical/psychological trauma



Co-Occurring Disorders

10% - 20%

ADHD
People with ADHD are often 

impulsive and may gamble 
as a way to get immediate 
rewards and reinforcement



Co-Occurring Disorders

2X more likely

Bipolar Disorder
may use gambling to elevate

mood during depressive state or 
impulsively engage in gambling 

during manic states



Co-Occurring Disorders

Substance Use 
Disorder

People who gamble 
may use substances 

as a coping mechanism 
for losses or as a 

way to celebrate wins



Co-Occurring Disorders

Substance Use Disorders
~75% are also experiencing alcohol use disorder

~60% are also nicotine dependent 

~40% are also experiencing drug use disorder

Petry, Stinson, & Grant, 2005
   National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (NESARC), 2008



Suicide in the US 
• In 2022:

• 13.2 million adults had serious thoughts of suicide

• 3.8 million adults made a suicide plan

• 1.6 million adults attempted suicide

• Overall, 49,449 people lost their lives to suicide

NIMH, SAMHSA, US CDC



Suicide in the US

• More deaths occur by suicide in the US each 
year than by homicide or automobile accidents.
• The second leading cause among ages 15-24.
• For each death by suicide, about 25 people 

around them experience a major life disruption.
• Firearms remain the leading method for suicide, 

followed by poisoning and suffocation.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-recovery-coach/201802/how-using-qpr-can-prevent-suicides



Problem Gambling and Suicide 

• Nearly one in five, or 19%, had considered suicide in

the past year, compared with 4.1% of the general
population, while 4.7% attempted suicide, compared

with 0.6% in the wider population.

• https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/jul/19/problem-gamblers-much-more-likely-to-attempt-suicide-study



Problem Gambling and Suicide 

• 49% of people struggling with gambling

disorder have thoughts of committing suicide.

(Moghaddam et al, 2015)



Gambling and Suicide Video

Nevada Council on Problem Gambling

https://youtu.be/-SUGF25oKbk




SAFE-T
• Identify Risk Factors

• Identify Protective 
Factors

• Conduct Suicide Inquiry

• Determine Risk 
Level/Intervention

• Document 

https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/images/sma09-4432.jpg



QPR 

•Q = Question

•P = Persuade

•R = Refer

www.qprinstitute.com



Resources 

• Crisis Text Line:  Text “HELLO” to 741741

• https://store.samhsa.gov/product/suicide-safe

• TIP 50: Addressing Suicidal Thoughts and Behaviors in 
Substance Abuse Treatment, SAMHSA, 2015 

• https://afsp.org/risk-factors-and-warning-signs

• https://www.qprinstitute.com/

https://store.samhsa.gov/product/suicide-safe
https://afsp.org/risk-factors-and-warning-signs
https://www.qprinstitute.com/
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Problem Gambling Assessment 
Instruments & Screens

• Brief Screen - “Lie-Bet”
• NODS PERC and NODS CLiP

• Brief BioSocial Gambling Screen (BBGS)

• South Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS)

• SOGS-RA - Adolescent Screen

• National Opinion Research Center DSM 
Screen for Problem Gambling (NODS)

• G.A. / Gam-Anon Twenty Questions

https://www.pacouncil.com/providing-help/screening-tools/
https://www.pacouncil.com/providing-help/screening-tools/


SBIRT
Screening, Brief Intervention, Referral to Treatment

• Integrates alcohol & drug discussion into
clinical workflow

•Education/prevention

• Increased curiosity/conversation

•Uses Motivational Interviewing approach

•Referral to treatment when indicated



Introducing….SBIRT for Gambling!

Screening

Application of a 
simple test to 
determine if 
individual is at risk 
for, or may have, a 
gambling disorder

Brief Intervention Referral to Treatment

Individuals with 
positive results on a 
screening may be 
referred to 
resources for further 
assessment and/or 
counseling or self-
help resources

Explanation of 
screening results, 
information on 
responsible 
gambling,
assessment of 
readiness to 
change, advice on 
change 

It is important to remember that a positive screen does not constitute a 
diagnosis, even if the screen suggests a high probability of problematic 
gambling behavior.



SBIRT For Gambling



OARS 
•Open Ended Questions

•Affirmations

•Reflections

•Summaries



Applying MI
•Ask

•Offer

•Ask



Things to consider with Brief Screens
• Developed to screen for most severe gambling

problems
Issues happen on a continuum

• No definition of what ‘gambling’ is/could be
List types of gambling 

• Use Diagnostic Criteria
Could be off putting – words matter!

• How questions are asked is vital
Could be seen as leading, or close off future discussion
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Things to consider with Brief Screens
• Developed to screen for most severe gambling

problems
Issues happen on a continuum

• No definition of what ‘gambling’ is/could be
List types of gambling 

• Use Diagnostic Criteria
Could be off putting – words matter!

• How questions are asked is vital
Could be seen as leading, or close off future discussion



Of course not…I hate casinos 
and don’t know the first 

thing about sports! 
I sure hope this ends soon 
though, I have Bingo in an 

hour, and I haven’t gotten my 
lottery tickets yet!

Do you 
gamble?

Nope, not 
at all!



FIRST DEFINE GAMBLING

“The following questions are about gambling. 
By gambling, we mean when you bet or risk 
money or something of value so that you can 
hopefully win or gain money or something else 
of value. Examples may include buying lottery 
tickets/scratch-offs, gambling at a casino, 
playing bingo, shooting dice, betting on sports, 
or playing in card games for money…”



Screening Strategy
Adapted by Illinois SBIRT from DSM5, BBGS, and Elizabeth Hartney, PhD

During the past 12 months have you 
gambled 5 or more times?  

___ Yes ___ No

If yes continue to next 3 questions



DURING THE PAST 12 MONTHS:
1. Have you ever felt restless, on edge or
irritable when trying to stop or cut down on
gambling?

Yes No

2. Have you had to ask other people for money
to help deal with the financial problems that
had been caused by gambling?

Yes No

3. Have you tried to hide how much you have
gambled from your family or friends? Yes No

Utilize Brief Screen



Things to consider with Brief Screens
• Developed to screen for most severe gambling

problems
Issues happen on a continuum

• No definition of what ‘gambling’ is/could be
List types of gambling 

• Use Diagnostic Criteria
Could be off putting – words matter!

• How questions are asked is vital
Could be seen as leading, or close off future discussion



Have you ever lied 
about your 

gambling, or felt 
like you needed to 
keep betting more 

and more?

Why is she 
judging me, and 

calling me a 
liar?! I’m not 
talking about 

this!

No. And no.



Brief Bio-Social Gambling Screen
DURING THE PAST 12 MONTHS:

1. Have you ever felt restless, on edge or
irritable when trying to stop or cut down on
gambling?

Yes No

2. Have you had to ask other people for money
to help deal with the financial problems that
had been caused by gambling?

Yes No

3. Have you tried to hide how much you have
gambled from your family or friends? Yes No



RISK STRATIFICATION

RISK LEVEL

GAMBLED 
5 TIMES IN 

ONE 
YEAR?

1 OR 
MORE ON 

BRIEF 
SCREEN

LOW NO NO
MEDIUM YES NO
HIGH YES YES
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Brief Intervention
(Petry, 2005)

• Review levels of gambling and gambling disorder

• Dispel myths about gambling

• Risk factors for problem gambling/gambling disorder

• Four steps to reduce risk/harm for gambling problems
• Limit money
• Limit time
• Don’t view gambling as way to make money
• Spend time on other recreational activities

• Keep it Brief - Less than 10 minutes!!!



DURING THE PAST 12 MONTHS:

4. Have you tried to cut down or stop your
gambling?

Yes No

5. Have you increased your bet or how much you
would spend, in order to feel the same kind of
excitement as before?

Yes No

6. Did you think about gambling even when you
were not doing it? (Remembering past gambling
experiences, or planning future gambling?)

Yes No

7. Did you gamble when you were feeling down,
stressed, angry or bored?

Yes No

8. Did you ever try to win back the money that you
had recently lost?

Yes No

9. Has your gambling caused problems in your
relationships or with work?

Yes No

Total “Yes” Responses
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https://www.pacouncil.com/ccgp30/
https://www.pacouncil.com/ccgp30/


Referral to Treatment

•800-GAMBLER®

•Council on Compulsive Gambling of PA

•Department of Drug & Alcohol Programs
• Treatment Providers
•Counseling Agencies

•Self-Help / Mutual Aid meeting info



Pennsylvania Problem 
Gambling Helpline

1-800-GAMBLER

Call  •  Chat  •  Text



0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

1159 1134 1115

2621

Calls For Help

2090

2693



2023 Helpline
“Other Reported Problems”
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(18%)

Alcohol Drug Use Depression Smoking



Integrated Assessment

- Medical - Financial

- Family History - Substance Use

- Psychiatric - Recreation

Incorporating into existing assessments

How might you ask questions related to gambling
in each of these sections of your intake or assessment?



www.pacouncil.com

https://www.pacouncil.com/ccgp30/


Can’t Stop Gambling?
Worried about a

friend or loved one?
There is help in Pennsylvania.

1-800-GAMBLER®
www.pacouncil .comPublished with support from the 

Pennsylvania Lottery and the 
Pennsylvania Department of
Drug and Alcohol Programs

10 RULES OF RESPONSIBLE GAMBLING

1. If you choose to gamble, do so for entertainment purposes. 

If	your	ga
mbling	is

	no	longe
r	an	enjo

yable	acti
vity		

then	ask	
yourself	w

hy	you	ar
e	still	“pla

ying”?

2. Treat the money you lose as the cost of your entertainment. 

Treat	any
	winnings

	as	a	bon
us.

3. Set a dollar limit and stick to it. 

Decide	b
efore	you

	go	what
	you	can	

“afford”	t
o	lose	&	h

ow		

much	you
	want	to	

spend.	D
o	not	cha

nge	your	
mind	afte

r	losing.

4. Set a time limit and stick to it. 

Decide	h
ow	much

	of	your	ti
me	you	w

ant	to	all
ow	for		

gambling
.	Leave	w

hen	you	r
each	the

	time	limi
t	whethe

r	

you	are	w
inning	or

	losing.

5. Expect to lose. 

The	odds
	are	that	

you	will	l
ose.

6. Make it a private rule not to gamble on credit.

Do	not	b
orrow	mo

ney	to	ga
mble.

7. Create balance in your life.

Gambling
	should	n

ot	interfe
re	with	o

r	substitu
te	for	

friends,	f
amily,	wo

rk	or	othe
r	worthw

hile	activ
ities.

8. Avoid “chasing” lost money.

Chances	
are	the	m

ore	you	t
ry	to	reco

up	your	l
osses	the

	

larger	you
r	losses	w

ill	be.

9. Don’t gamble as a way to cope with emotional/physical pain.

Gambling
for reaso

ns	other	
than	ente

rtainmen
t	can	lead

	

	
to proble

ms.

10. Become educated about warning signs of problem gambling.

	
The more

you know
, the bett

er choice
s you can

make.

If you or someone you know has a gambling problem, 

help is available. 

Call

The Council on Compulsive Gambling of PA Helpline

1-800-GAMBLER® or visit www.pacouncil.com

Published with support from the Pennsylvania Lottery

and the Pennsylvania Department of

Drug and Alcohol Programs



Podcasts



www.responsibleplay.pa.gov



Self-Exclusion



Things to consider with Brief Screens
• Developed to screen for most severe gambling

problems
Issues happen on a continuum

• No definition of what ‘gambling’ is/could be
List types of gambling 

• Use Diagnostic Criteria
Could be off putting – words matter!

• How questions are asked is vital
Could be seen as leading, or close off future discussion



You’ve never lied
about gambling or 

wanted to spend more
money on it, 

have you?

Phew! She can’t 
tell that I 

gamble…I have 
so much going 

on, I’m 
definitely NOT 
giving that up!

Nope, no 
problem here!



What do you do 
for fun, to relieve 

stress, for 
entertainment, to 

be social, etc.?

I usually hang out 
with friends…we 
don’t do a lot, but 

sometimes we go to 
the casino, out to 

play bingo, or 
sometimes I like to 
stop and buy some 

scratch offs and 
imagine what I’ll do 

when I win.



Do you enjoy any 
leisure activities? Like 

movies? Sports? 
Gambling? If so, how 
often?  For  example, 
buying lottery tickets, 
going to the casino, 
cards with friends?

Not a whole lot, 
but I do buy 

lottery tickets a 
few times a week 

and my friends and 
I always go to the 

casino to celebrate 
our birthdays.



Today’s Slides



Thank You!!
Council on Compulsive Gambling 

of Pennsylvania, Inc.

Josh Ercole, Executive Director

215-643-4542   •   josh@pacouncil.com

www.pacouncil.com

Josh Ercole
Executive Director

215-643-4542

josh@pacouncil.com

Greg Krausz
CCGP Consultant/Trainer

484-866-6165

gkrausz@marscare.com
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